renew or extend their licenses. All the participants were from different geographical locations and did not know each other socially or professionally until they were part of the online course. All those enrolled in the courses agreed to participate since they were eager to reflect on their own learning experiences especially as it pertained to discussions and dialogues online.
A forum was created in the course sites for students to be able to journal anonymously about their experiences in the online courses. These journal entries were forwarded to the researcher after the removal of any identifying information.
The data from the journal entries prompted a further round of data collection in the form of interviews. From the initial pool of 60 participants, 15 participated in in-depth interviews (Rubin, 2012). All 15 participants were enrolled in more than one online course and could provide perceptions and descriptions that were not restricted to the context or content of solely one course. Of the fifteen, ten were women and five were men, a gender ratio reflective of the enrollment in the courses.Each participant was interviewed twice over the course of the semester and each interview lasted forty-five minutes.
Research Question

1) How did students describe and analyze their experiences of online discussions?
Questions that informed data collection were the following: 1) What were students' perspectives of online discussions?
2) What did students perceive as the advantages and disadvantages of online discussion formats?
3) How did students describe their online experiences in terms of empowerment and equality? 4) How did students experience empowerment online? 5) What lessons can instructors learn from student perspectives of online discussions?
Data Analysis
Data analysis was ongoing throughout the study and the analysis was used to inform further data collection. The process of analysis began with organizing data files, into phases one, two and three, studying the data, making reflective notes on interviews and categorizing initial codes.
Coding the data involved identifying patterns of similarity, difference, frequency, sequence, correspondence and causation (Hatch, 2002) . In order to facilitate the analytical process, we drew on the Creative Qualitative Inquiry Framework (Mulvihill & Swaminathan, 2011) and first identified significant 'encounters' as described by participants. Next, we examined the situation and context and reflected on our own dispositions. Finally, we utilized prompts to question the data to allow the 'whole picture' to emerge so that we could present the results of the study.
Results of the study
The results of the study revealed that students' experiences of participating in online discussions varied over the course of the semester. Thematically there were distinct phases.
Phase One data were collected in the first four weeks of the semester. Phase Two data were collected in weeks 5-9 of the semester; and Phase Three data were collected in the final four weeks or Weeks 10-14 of the semester. In Phase one, when the data comprised student journals, students reported on the 'advantages of online discussions'. In Phase two, data from journal entries were supplemented with interviews conducted with a purposive sample from the group. During Phase two, students continued to be positive regarding the lack of stereotypes and the potential for equity in online platforms. However, they also started to discuss 'disadvantages' of the online experience similar to those they experienced in face to face courses In addition, they reported that competition and pressures to perform now overshadowed their early experiences of empowerment. In Phase three, data from interviews continued to be gathered and students reported that the online platform was no longer preventing stereotypes from emerging; online cyber stereotypes emerged not based on visual cues but based on use of language and grammar or spelling. Judgments were not suspended simply because students were in an online platform;
instead new ways to categorize and distinguish between students became evident in the new context. The results of the study impact the role of instructors in online courses. 
Entries)
Data from the first phase of student experiences were analyzed based on their journal entries regarding their experiences. Of the 75 students in the courses, 98% posted an average of two journal entries every week for a period of four weeks resulting in 550 entries altogether. An overwhelming majority of the participants (94%) enjoyed the convenience of asynchronous posting to discussion boards. They reported being relieved from the pressure of having to respond immediately -"it took me off the spot".
In addition, 95% of the students mentioned that they finally felt able to participate fully without having to "fight for air time with other opinionated people" in the class.
Finally, the lack of face to face social cues relieved students of color who comprised 30% of the overall group of 75 students.15% of students who described themselves as 'shy' were similarly positive about the lack of visible cues.
Both groups reported that they were happy to participate in what they perceived as a more "neutral" space.
75% students commented that their thought process in online formats was "peaceful and unencumbered because you are alone and only with your computer." The "anytime" format of online discussions was also mentioned as an advantage that allowed them to participate more fully in the course. However, this point of having more time to think had an inadvertent side effect over the course of the semester as they began to see it as a disadvantage as well as an advantage.
Phase Two:Disadvantages of the online discussion format
(Journal Entries and Interviews)
In Phase Two all the students continued to journal, however, fifteen students were identified for follow up in-depth interviews. Data findings from Phase Two differed from those in Phase One in several ways. While in Phase One, students had mentioned that being allowed more time to think and write was a blessing in online discussion formats, in
Phase Two 80% of the students reported in journal entries as feeling conflicted about the issue of time in asynchronous online learning. They observed that being the first to post in an asynchronous discussion gave one an advantage over others. As one student wrote in a journal entry, "If you were the first to post, you could pretty much get away with saying something obvious or commenting on the main point while if you were among the last to post, you might have to come up with something new which would take both more time and effort so that you didn't lose points for the discussion."
This led to a "race to post" which interfered with the "peaceful" thought process that many students enjoyed about the online environment.
In-depth interviews with fifteen students yielded examples of the problematic nature of asynchronous discussions.
One student summarized the problem in this way: "For example, one popular prompt was to ask us to quote something from the reading and respond to it or explain why we agreed or did not agree with it. Those who and interview data, students moved away from the idea that online discussion formats allowed them more time to express their thoughts to a position that it was best to respond early in online discussion formats to avoid being redundant or avoid having to work harder to come up with something more creative than what had already been posted by others.
In addition, lack of immediacy was an issue that was brought up by students both in journal entries and in face to face interviews. 55% reported in the journal entries that while they to "some people taking up all the air space online."
Discussion and Implications
This study examined student perspectives of online learning from a "technorealist" standpoint in order to reveal the potential as well as the limitations of online platforms for empowering students. The results of the study have implications for online instructors.
The literature on online learning is mixed regarding the right amount of instructor presence in online courses. While some scholars emphasize the need for instructors continuous presence online, others urge instructors to maintain a position of "silence is golden" (Brower, 2003) warning that instructor over facilitation may lead to superficial posts on the part of students (Peters & Hewitt, 2010). However, as this study found, instructors need to figure out the best way to balance the structuring of the course discussions so that they allow for spontaneous discussions without over organizing who speaks when and to whom. In addition, instructors need to consider how to create authentic dialogue in an online format and rethink the ways in which they organize discussions for students.
Providing students with clear objectives for online discussions will facilitate small-scale self-assessments regarding the effectiveness of their contributions.
This study pointed to the tensions of time in online forums.
Having time to think was often trumped by the desire to post first. Additionally, students who joined the discussion later found they had few new ideas to contribute. Online instructors need to perhaps think about the best ways to use discussion formats so that they generate lively and critical discussions. This means that instructors need to move away from using discussion formats as a way to monitor whether or not students have read the articles in the course and instead use discussion formats as a way to enhance or go beyond what is in the book.
Garrison, Anderson and Archer (2000) identified three types of "presence" in online discussions: cognitive, social, and teacher. The cognitive presence signifies the degree to which ideas are constructed and explored collaboratively in online discussions; the social presence indicates how students create a discourse among themselves as they interact in online discussions; and teacher presence describes the degree to which the educator instructs, prompts or directs the students throughout the length of the discussion. Online discussions are more effective when they are designed to help students demonstrate their ability to think critically and practice applying the information to practical problems in a collaborative team approach.
When students compete against each other for "first post"
status the collaborative benefits of online learning are lost.
This study found tensions between empowerment and equality in students' experiences of online discussion forums. Students presented mixed reviews of equality in the online environment. They were positive about equality (everyone getting a chance to post), and were critical of equity (who gets heard and why). Students admitted that they interacted with some peers over others based on how they perceived their peers' posts or participation. Silence was used as a type of response to ignore some students.
Overall, online participation afforded some students a to become scholars. For graduate students to develop their scholarship, it is crucial that instructors pay attention to the quality of student interactions online.
Promoting Dialogic Encounters in Online Courses
Several 
Socratic Questioning
Socratic questioning includes probing assumptions, clarifying concepts, substantiating viewpoints and reflective learning. Questioning may be initiated and modeled by the instructor so that students learn how to critically reflect on their taken for granted ideas and beliefs.
Socratic questioning encourages students to use tools of inquiry for learning from their peers.
Analyzing Case Studies or Problem Based Learning
Assigning a case study for students to utilize problem solving strategies can create a venue where students can collaborate and apply knowledge and have the freedom to be creative.
Debates
Organizing online discussion debates whereby claims and evidence are articulated and arguments evaluated in order to more fully examine a broader range of ideas and points of view in relation to a particular question or issue can be used to enliven exchanges and turn students into investigators expanding their literature searches.
Role Playing
Assigning roles or tasks within a particular online discussion encourage students to temporarily think and act-as-if they 
